The present research examines whether existing attitudes can spontaneously bias the content and direction of generated counterfactual thoughts, and whether these thoughts influence subsequent attitude-relevant judgments. Two experimental studies demonstrate that attitudes can bias the content of counterfactual thoughts, and that these biased thoughts in turn predict polarized attitudes. These effects were obtained regardless of whether explicit instructions for counterfactual generation were given. Furthermore, both studies demonstrate that these effects are mediated by judgments of future likelihood. Implications of these results for theories of counterfactual thinking and persuasion are discussed.
People often contemplate the past, mulling over lessons to be learned. However, it is clear that individuals will not always agree what these lessons are. The implications history has for us are, at least in part, determined by our own hopes and convictions. The present research suggests that counterfactual thoughts (i.e., thoughts concerning how an event could have happened differently) are an important aspect of this biased thinking. Specifically, we propose that individuals spontaneously generate counterfactuals that are influenced by their attitudes. Furthermore, we argue that these biased counterfactual thoughts reinforce existing attitudes by altering judgments of future likelihood. In other words, these biased thoughts about the past are likely to make events that support our view seem more likely to occur, and events that contradict our view seem less likely to occur. As a result, attitudes are unlikely to change.
Attitude polarization
Past research has shown that attitudes can influence judgments and memory in a manner that reinforces the pre-exiting attitude (Fazio, Roskos-Ewoldsen, & Powell, 1994; Hastorf & Cantril, 1954; Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979) . For example, Lord et al. (1979) presented individuals with two contradictory studies on the effectiveness of capital punishment as a deterrent to crime. Rather than leading to more moderate views, individuals were even more convinced of their original opinion after reading the studies. Subsequent research has consistently shown that individuals are likely to be more critical of unwanted information (Biek, Wood, & Chaiken, 1996; Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Houston & Fazio, 1989) .
Attitudes also bias judgments about the implications of the past for the future. Plous (1991) asked individuals classified as either pro-or anti-nuclear weapons to read descriptions about accidents that ''almost'' lead to nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union. After reading about these accidents, individuals with anti-nuclear views indicated they believed more strongly that an inadvertent nuclear war Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 40 (2004) [65] [66] [67] [68] [69] [70] [71] [72] [73] [74] www.elsevier.com/locate/jesp Journal of Experimental Social Psychology could occur in the future. However, individuals with pro-nuclear views indicated they believed more strongly that an inadvertent nuclear war would not occur in the future. Supporters of nuclear weapons cited the effectiveness of safeguards as the primary determinant of assessing nuclear risk, whereas detractors cited the fact that the accident occurred at all. Thus, individuals with opposing views focused on different aspects of the events, and as a result, were likely to have different views about the likelihood of similar events happening in the future (Plous, 1991) . Counterfactual thinking may play an important role in these effects.
Counterfactual thoughts
Counterfactual thoughts are a key determinant of individualsÕ judgments about the past. These thoughts identify how an event could have happened differently by mutating antecedent conditions. Counterfactual thoughts can be upward (i.e., how an event could have been better) or downward (i.e., how an event could have been worse). An important function of counterfactual thinking is that mutated aspects of the event are seen as causal factors (Mandel & Lehman, 1996; Wells & Gavanski, 1989) . Which aspect of an event is mutated thus has far-reaching consequences for attributions and blame, emotions, coping, and future behavior (Roese, 1997) . Therefore, an important focus of counterfactual research has been to identify determinants of the mutation of antecedents.
Counterfactual reasoning is likely to be both datadriven and theory-driven (Kahneman & Miller, 1986; Tetlock, 1998) . However, much of the extant research and theory has focused on the data-driven aspects of counterfactual mutation. For example, according to norm theory (Kahneman & Miller, 1986) , antecedents of events that are seen as nonnormal or unexpected are likely to make counterfactual thoughts more available. Negative outcomes are also likely to evoke greater counterfactual scrutiny (Sanna & Turley, 1996) , as are controllable antecedents (Mandel & Lehman, 1996; Markman, Gavanski, Sherman, & McMullen, 1995) and actions (Kahneman & Miller, 1986; Landman, 1987) .
Recent research has begun to examine more theorybased or motivated counterfactual reasoning. The most extensive research on the topic of attitude biases in counterfactual thinking has been conducted by Tetlock (1998) and Tetlock and Visser (2000) . They argue that beliefs, expectancies, and attitudes are likely to influence counterfactual thinking in a theory-driven manner. Tetlock (1998) conducted two studies demonstrating that participants rejected counterfactuals that challenged an established world-view. A subsequent study showed that participants also embraced counterfactuals that made incorrect predictions about historical events seem ''almost right. '' Similarly, Tetlock and Visser (2000) asked experts on the Soviet Union to judge the plausibility of counterfactual statements about Russian history. Consistent with the view that attitudes can bias counterfactual thinking, the judged plausibility of these statements was predicted by political ideology, and, in turn, predicted a number of policy preferences.
Thus, it is clear that counterfactual reasoning is impacted significantly by pre-existing views, and that individuals prefer thoughts that support these beliefs rather than refute them. We wished to take these ideas a step further. Specifically, we sought to examine whether attitudes spontaneously bias the generation of counterfactual thoughts, and explain how counterfactual thoughts might reinforce subsequent attitudes.
Bias in generated thoughts
Despite the evidence of attitudinal biases in the acceptability of counterfactual thinking presented by Tetlock (1998) and Tetlock and Visser (2000) , there has been little work concerning whether motivations can bias which antecedents of an event are mutated, and the findings of these studies are often contradictory. For example, Roese and Olson (1993) found that high self-esteem individuals mutated external factors following failures, but internal factors following success, consistent with self-serving attributional patterns (e.g., McFarland & Ross, 1982; Miller, 1976) . However, Branscombe, NÕgbala, Kobrynowicz, and Wann (1997) failed to find evidence of such self-serving mutations. They argue that individuals tend to mutate antecedents about which they have more knowledge (e.g., the self or ingroup). Similarly, Burris and Branscombe (1993) did not find evidence that prejudice influenced mutations of a targetÕs actions when race information was varied. Branscombe et al. (1997) argue that accessibility drives what is mutated, automatically and outside awareness. As a result, they argue that motivation may not exert any influence on what is mutated.
Thus, although Tetlock (1998) and Tetlock and Visser (2000) have shown a link between attitudes and the acceptability of counterfactual thoughts, the question of whether attitudes influence counterfactual generation remains open. Furthermore, the question of whether these biases occur spontaneously is an important one. Many studies of counterfactual thinking (e.g., Branscombe et al., 1997; Markman et al., 1995) have provided participants with detailed instructions and examples of counterfactual constructions. However, it is possible that individuals do not generate such thoughts without prompting, and these instructions might alter behavior. Thus, the present set of studies examine the spontaneity of such biased thoughts in reaction to an event.
A second important aspect of the present research is determining the process by which counterfactual thoughts reinforce attitudes. We propose that counterfactuals will heavily impact judgments of future likelihood, and that these judgments will in part determine the consequences of an outcome for attitudes. Counterfactual thoughts might underlie the effects attitudes on future likelihood judgments demonstrated by Plous (1991) . Research has already shown that counterfactual thoughts can influence judgments of past likelihood (Roese & Olson, 1996) . Similar effects are likely to occur for future probabilities as well. We propose that likelihood judgments mediate the effects of counterfactual thinking on subsequent attitudes.
Study 1
Study 1 examined whether attitudes bias the content of generated counterfactual thoughts, and whether these biased thoughts reinforce the original attitude via judgments of future likelihood. To examine these issues, we had participants read a scenario concerning waiting periods for gun purchases. The outcome of the event was manipulated such that a negative outcome occurred or was narrowly averted. To determine the spontaneity of attitude biases, we manipulated instruction set (i.e., guided or open-ended) for counterfactual generation (see also Sanna, 1996; Sanna & Turley, 1996) . We predicted that attitudes would bias counterfactual thoughts regardless of instruction set or outcome.
Method Participants and design
Participants were 179 students from an introductory psychology course at Indiana University. The design of the study was a 2 (Outcome: positive vs. negative) Â 2 (Instructions: open-ended vs. guided) factorial with attitudes allowed to vary.
Scenario
Participants read about a woman named D.L. who was being stalked by a coworker. They read that, until the man actually broke a law, the police could not arrest him. D.L. decided to buy a gun, but had to wait 5-days before she could purchase it. The scenario had one of two possible outcomes. In the positive outcome condition, D.L. purchased the gun and the same night was attacked by the man in her home. D.L. shot the man in the leg and he was arrested. In the negative outcome condition, D.L. was attacked the night before she was able to purchase the gun and was killed.
Procedure
Participants first completed an attitude questionnaire that asked participants about a variety of social issues. One of these items concerned waiting periods for gun purchases. Participants expressed their agreement with the following statement: ''The five-day waiting period on purchasing a gun is a good idea.'' Participants responded using a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
After completing the attitude measure, participants read another unrelated scenario. They were then randomly assigned to read one of the D.L. scenarios. After reading the scenario, participants were given instructions concerning counterfactual generation.
Participants in the open-ended instruction condition were asked to list their thoughts about the scenario. Those in the guided instruction condition were given a description of both upward and downward comparisons, with examples of counterfactuals unrelated to the current issue. After listing their thoughts, participants responded to questions concerning the scenario. Participants indicated how typical they thought D.L.Õs case was, and how likely it would be for such an event to occur again. Participants responded using a seven-point scale ranging from )3 (not at all) to 3 (very much). Finally, participants were asked whether they felt the waiting period for a gun purchase should be shorter, the same, or longer (scale ranging from )3 (shorter) to 3 (longer)).
Results and discussion

Overview
Regression analyses were utilized due to the continuous nature of the attitude data. Unweighted effects coding was used for the dichotomous variables and the attitude variable was mean-centered. Significant interactions were probed using simple-slope tests with dummy coding for dichotomous variables. For continuous variables, these tests were performed one-standard deviation below and above the mean (cf., Aiken & West, 1991) .
Counterfactual thoughts
Two condition-blind assistants coded thoughts into one of five content categories: (a) waiting period law, (b) police, (c) victim, (d) perpetrator, and (e) miscellaneous thoughts. Coders also classified the direction of each counterfactual thought. Preliminary analyses examined the correlation between initial attitude and number of upward and downward thoughts in each category. These analyses revealed that attitude most strongly related to upward counterfactual thoughts about the law and upward counterfactual thoughts about the victim. To simplify the presentation of the results, a single index of counterfactual Focus was created by subtracting the number of upward thoughts about the victim from the number of upward thoughts about the law. Higher numbers therefore indicate a relative focus on mutating aspects of the waiting period law compared to D.L.Õs actions.
A regression model was then utilized to predict the relative emphasis on the law or the victimÕs actions. Outcome, Instruction, and Attitude were entered as a first step, all two-way interactions of these variables as a second step, and the three-way interaction as a final step. The only significant effect was the Attitude term (b ¼ À:187, t ¼ À2:44, p < :05), indicating that individuals in favor of waiting periods for gun purchases were more likely to mutate aspects of D.L.Õs actions, whereas individuals opposed to waiting periods were more likely to mutate the waiting period law. As predicted, attitudes biased counterfactual generation regardless of outcome or instruction set Table 1 .
Subsequent attitude
To examine the relationship between counterfactual thoughts and subsequent attitude, the counterfactual Focus variable and all interactions of this variable with Outcome, Instruction, and Attitude were added to the regression model as a fourth step (see Table 2 ). Attitude predicted judgments of whether there should be shorter or longer waiting periods for gun purchases. This effect was qualified by an interaction of Attitude Â Outcome.
This interaction revealed that the Attitude effect was stronger in the positive outcome condition (simpleslope ¼ .375, t ¼ 4:15, p < :001) than in the negative outcome condition (simple-slope ¼ .192, t ¼ 2:34, p < :05).
In addition, the Focus Â Outcome interaction approached significance. As predicted, those in the negative condition who counterfactualized the law more than D.L.Õs actions believed that there should be a shorter waiting period (simple-slope ¼ ).247, t ¼ 2:31, p < :05). However, this effect was not found in the positive outcome condition (simple-slope ¼ .308, t ¼ 1:80, p ¼ :08).
Finally, the Focus Â Attitude Â Instruction interaction was significant. The effect of Focus was significant for individuals in favor of the waiting period when in the guided instruction condition (simple-slope ¼ .335, t ¼ 1:94, p < :06), indicating that a greater focus on mutating D.L.Õs actions lead to believing the waiting period should be shorter. There were no other effects of Focus (all slopes < .191, ts < 1.10, ns). This finding is contrary to our prediction that focusing on the victimÕs actions would lead to believing that the waiting period should be longer. In all other cases, those initially in favor of the waiting period believed the waiting period should be longer.
Mediational results
The typicality and likelihood ratings were strongly correlated (r ¼ :65), and so these measures were summed to create a combined measure of perceived likelihood (a ¼ :74). The model predicting likelihood was the same as for predicting subsequent attitude (see Table 3 ).
On the combined measure of likelihood, there was an effect of Outcome, indicating that individuals believed D.L.Õs case was less likely to reoccur in the positive condition. In addition, the effect of Focus Â Attitude was significant. Consistent with our predictions, individuals who were initially against the waiting period believed this type of case was more likely to reoccur Note. Only significant effects and lower order terms of significant interactions are presented.
when generating counterfactuals about the law more than about the victim (simple-slope ¼ ).583, t ¼ À1:80, p ¼ :07). There was no effect of counterfactual Focus among those in favor of the waiting period (simpleslope ¼ .183, t < 1, ns). Mediational analyses. We predicted that likelihood judgments would mediate the relationship between counterfactual thinking and subsequent attitude, such that counterfactuals related to lower judgments of future likelihood would predict stronger belief in having longer waiting periods. To test this mediational hypothesis, three steps must be satisfied (Judd & Kenny, 1981) . First, the independent/predictor variable (counterfactual thoughts) must predict the dependent variable (subsequent attitude). These findings are presented above. Second, the independent variable must predict the proposed mediator (likelihood). As shown above, the interaction of counterfactual thoughts and initial attitude predicted the combined likelihood ratings. Finally, the proposed mediating variable must predict the dependent variable while statistically controlling for the independent variables. The addition of the mediating variable must eliminate the effects of the independent variable in order to claim that the mediator completely explains the effects of the independent variable. Therefore, we added the combined likelihood rating as a final step to the model predicting subsequent attitude. Likelihood did predict subsequent attitude, even when controlling for counterfactual Focus (Table 2 ). Viewing the event as more likely related to judgments that shorter waiting periods are needed. The addition of the likelihood term eliminated the effect of Focus Â Outcome and reduced the Focus Â Attitude Â Instruction effect. These findings are evidence for mediation of the effects of attitude-induced counterfactual bias on subsequent attitude by likelihood judgments (see Fig. 1 ).
Study 2
Study 2 sought to replicate these effects with a different attitude topic: capital punishment. This domain was chosen as an example where politically conservative individuals would be challenged by a negative event whereas gun control most likely challenged the attitudes of politically liberal individuals. Therefore, we conducted a second study using the same basic procedures. We again predicted that attitudes would spontaneously bias counterfactual thoughts, and that the counterfactual thoughts would reinforce existing attitudes via judgments of future likelihood.
Method Participants and design
Participants were 191 introductory psychology students at Indiana University. The design was parallel to Study 1.
Scenario
Participants read about a man named T.B., who was on death row for killing two people in a robbery. T.B. maintained his innocence, but lost five appeals and did not receive a pardon. He hired a new lawyer to help him. Two possible outcomes occur. In the positive condition, the new lawyer found evidence proving that T.B. was innocent and secured his release. In the negative condition, the lawyer found the new evidence one month after T.B. was executed.
Procedure
The procedure was identical to Study 1. Among the attitude measures was an item assessing attitudes towards the number of appeals in capital punishment cases. Participants indicated their agreement with the following statement: ''People convicted of capital crimes are given too many appeals.'' Participants again read a filler scenario, followed by the critical scenario. They were then given one of two types of instructions and listed their thoughts. Participants indicated how typical they thought the case was and how likely it would be for such an event to occur again. Participants were asked whether they felt the number of appeals in capital punishment cases should be fewer, the same, or more. Note. Only significant effects and lower order terms of significant interactions are presented.
Results
1
Counterfactual thoughts
Coders categorized counterfactual thoughts into several content areas: (a) capital punishment and the number of appeals, (b) T.B.Õs lawyers, (c) police, (d) T.B.Õs actions, and (e) a miscellaneous category. Preliminary analyses revealed that attitude was correlated only with the total number of thoughts about the law. Initial Attitude, Outcome, and Instruction were entered into the model predicting these thoughts as a first step, followed by all two-way interactions as a second step, and the three-way interaction as a final step.
For thoughts concerning capital punishment and the number of appeals, significant effects of Outcome (b ¼ À:119, t ¼ À1:82, p ¼ :07) and Instruction (b ¼ À:377, t ¼ À5:75, p < :001), were qualified by a significant interaction of Outcome Â Instruction (b ¼ :178, t ¼ 2:71, p < :01). Individuals made more counterfactual thoughts concerning capital punishment under the guided instructions, particularly when the outcome was negative (simple-slope ¼ ).703, t ¼ À5:83, p < :001), rather than positive (simple-slope ¼ ).290, t ¼ À2:38, p < :05) (see Table 4 ).
More importantly, the effect of Attitude (b ¼ À:126, t ¼ À1:92, p ¼ :06) indicated that those who believed there are too many appeals in capital punishment cases made fewer counterfactuals about capital punishment and the number of appeals. This effect was qualified by an Attitude Â Instruction interaction (b ¼ :135, t ¼ 2:05, p < :05). This interaction revealed that the Attitude effect was stronger in the guided instruction condition (simple-slope ¼ ).090, t ¼ À2:41, p < :05)
than in the open-ended instruction condition (simpleslope ¼ ).003, t < 1, ns). Thus, attitude bias in counterfactual generation did not appear to be spontaneous in Study 2.
Subsequent attitude
Focus and all interactions of this variable with Outcome, Attitude, and Instruction were added to the model predicting subsequent attitude as a final step (see Table 5 ). Significant effects of Outcome and Focus were obtained, over and above the effect of the initial Attitude. These effects were qualified by significant interactions of Focus Â Outcome and Focus Â Attitude (see Figs. 2 and 3, respectively) .
Probes revealed that individuals who made more counterfactuals concerning capital punishment tended to believe that more appeals were needed in the negative outcome condition (simple-slope ¼ .241, t ¼ 1:38, p ¼ :17), but not the positive outcome condition (simple-slope ¼ ).159, t < 1, ns).
Those participants that initially agreed that there are too many appeals were more convinced of this viewpoint when they made more capital punishment counterfactuals (simple-slope ¼ ).576, t ¼ À2:79, p < :01), whereas those that initially believed that there are not too many appeals were more convinced that more appeals are needed when they made more capital punishment counterfactuals (simple-slope ¼ .349, t ¼ 2:26, p < :05). The same counterfactual thoughts predicted reinforced initial beliefs for both sides of this issue.
These results again demonstrate that counterfactual thoughts polarized subsequent attitudes about appeals, particularly when the outcome was negative. In addition, these effects held regardless of instruction set.
Mediational results
The likelihood and typicality ratings were strongly correlated (r ¼ :60) and so were summed to create a single measure (a ¼ :79). The model used to predict the combined likelihood rating was the same as that used for subsequent attitude (see Table 6 ). The Attitude Â Instruction interaction was significant, indicating that those initially supporting the number of appeals tended to think T.B.Õs case was less likely to reoccur in the open-ended instruction condition (simple-slope ¼ ).189, t ¼ À1:03, ns), and more likely to reoccur in the guided-instruction condition (simple-slope ¼ .231, t ¼ 1:25, p ¼ ns), although neither effect reached significance.
The Focus Â Instruction interaction revealed that those generating counterfactuals about the law thought T.B.Õs case was less likely to reoccur in the guided-instruction condition (simple-slope ¼ )1.001, t ¼ À2:46, p < :05), but not in the open-ended instruction condition (simple-slope ¼ ).351, t < 1, ns).
Finally, the Attitude Â Focus Â Outcome interaction was significant. Those who initially believed there are too few appeals tended to view the case as less typical when they had made more counterfactuals concerning capital punishment and when the outcome was positive (simple-slope ¼ )2.095, t ¼ À3:32, p < :001), but not when the outcome was negative (simple-slope ¼ ).077, t < 1, ns). Those who initially believed there are too many appeals tended to view T.B.Õs case as less typical when they had made more counterfactuals concerning 1 Regression analyses were the same as for Study 1. the law and when the outcome was negative (simpleslope ¼ )1.529, t ¼ À2:29, p < :05), but not when it was positive (simple-slope ¼ .688, t < 1, ns). Mediational analyses. As in Study 1, we predicted that the likelihood ratings would mediate the effects of counterfactual thinking on subsequent attitude, such that counterfactuals related to lower ratings of future likelihood would predict stronger belief in having fewer appeals.
We demonstrated that the independent/predictor variable (counterfactual Focus) predicted the dependent variable (subsequent attitude), and that the independent variable predicted the proposed mediator (likelihood). To examine whether the mediating variables predicted the dependent variable while statistically controlling for the independent variable, we again added combined likelihood ratings as a final step to the model predicting subsequent attitude. As can be seen in Table  5 , likelihood ratings did predict subsequent attitude, even while controlling for counterfactual Focus. Viewing the event as more likely predicted judgments that more appeals are needed. The addition of the likelihood term eliminated the Focus Â Attitude interaction. As in Study 1, these findings are evidence for mediation of the effects of attitude-induced counterfactual bias by likelihood ratings, and explained the effect of counterfactual Focus on subsequent attitude. Note. Only significant effects and lower order terms of significant interactions are presented. Note. Only significant effects and lower order terms of significant interactions are presented.
General discussion
Past research has outlined a number of ways that individuals may defend their attitudes when faced with a counter-attitudinal, or persuasive message, such as counterarguing (Eagly & Chaiken, 1995; McGuire, 1964) , viewing the source of the argument as untrustworthy or invalid (Buller, 1986; Lord et al., 1979; Wright, 1975) , asserting confidence in their own judgment (Jacks & Cameron, in press ), or responding with anger (Abelson & Miller, 1967) . These responses can be engaged in quite easily and (to varying degrees) effectively in response to a persuasive message. How do individuals respond to events that might challenge their beliefs?
The present studies suggest that counterfactual thoughts about events can also be used to defend existing attitudes. The results of the studies supported our contention that attitudes can bias counterfactual thought. Attitudes toward social issues biased both the content of generated counterfactuals (Study 1) and the number of counterfactuals generated (Study 2) in response to the scenarios. Together with the work reported by Tetlock (1998) and Tetlock and Visser (2000) , the studies provide strong support for the notion that counterfactual reasoning is influenced by attitudes, and that counterfactual generation, as well as judged plausibility, can be theory-based.
We also hypothesized that generated counterfactuals would serve to bolster the original attitude via judgments of future likelihood. Attitude polarization was obtained in both studies, although evidence for attitude change was also found for some participants in Study 1. In both studies, the relationship between counterfactual focus and attitude polarization was mediated by biases in future likelihood judgments. These findings are consistent with our view that counterfactuals determine the interpretation of the causes of an event and thereby alter assessments of what needs to be done in the future. As these studies show, these judgments may often times be consistent with existing attitudes.
Finally, the results of both studies extend past research by demonstrating that attitude effects on counterfactual thinking can occur spontaneously, without guided instructions. Attitude bias in counterfactual generation was found only in the guided instruction condition in Study 2 but in both conditions in Study 1. In addition, the influence of counterfactual focus on subsequent attitudes actually held more strongly for the open-ended instruction condition in Study 1, and had no effect in Study 2. These findings support the notion that our effects occur spontaneously. In addition, the findings held more strongly for negative outcomes than for positive outcomes. Presumably, the negative outcomes were more challenging to pre-existing attitudes. However, negative outcomes are also more likely to spur counterfactual thinking (Roese, 1997; Sanna & Turley, 1996) and a more critical examination of the event (Ditto & Lopez, 1992) . Thus, biased processing is potentially more likely to occur when the outcome is a negative one.
Implications for attitude stability and change
The results of the current studies indicate that the biasing effects of attitudes on counterfactual generation seem to reinforce the initial attitude, making one less susceptible to unwanted persuasion. This process is similar to attitude bolstering (Cameron, Jacks, & OÕBrien, 2002; Sherman & Gorkin, 1980) , which may be the most common and effective method of resistance to a persuasive attempt (Jacks & Cameron, in press ). Our results also support past work showing that mere thought can lead to attitude polarization (cf. Tesser, Martin, & Mendolia, 1995) . The present research demonstrates yet another avenue by which thinking might strengthen existing attitudes. To provide stronger evidence of this claim, future research must determine whether counterfactual thoughts are indeed a causal factor in attitude polarization. A study manipulating the counterfactual focus of participants would provide such a test.
An interesting implication of such a role is that the focus of counterfactual mutation could serve to change, as well as reinforce, an existing viewpoint. By presenting counterfactual comparison thoughts that conflict with the initial attitude, one may bring about dissonance or even attitude change. For example, if a person is in favor of waiting periods, and is presented with plausible counterfactual thoughts that mutate the law as the cause of a negative outcome (thus challenging the initial attitude), perhaps she would be less resistant to change.
Attitude accessibility
How does one resolve the apparent discrepancy between the present studies and those of Tetlock (1998) and Tetlock and Visser (2000) demonstrating attitudinal bias and those that do not (e.g., Burris & Branscombe, 1993) . Bransombe and colleagues posit that what is mutated in a counterfactual comparison occurs rather automatically and thus is free from motivational biases. The proposed mechanism for counterfactual mutation involves familiarity, knowledge, or the expertise of the perceiver in a specific domain. In contrast, attributions of blame are proposed to occur in a more controlled fashion allowing the operation of motivational influences (Branscombe et al., 1997) .
Although it has yet to be determined how automatic or controlled counterfactual thinking might be, there is ample reason to believe that motivational influences could impact the generation of these thoughts. Attitudes strong enough to be automatically activated (Bizer & Krosnick, 2001; Fazio, 1990 Fazio, , 1995 could still impact counterfactual generation outside awareness. Furthermore, recent research has shown that goals can function nonconsciously (Bargh & Barndollar, 1996) . Thus, it is not altogether clear why the automaticity of counterfactual thinking would preclude motivational influences. Additionally, causal inferences, where such motivational biases are well documented, can be similarly nonconscious (Hassin, Bargh, & Uleman, 2002) . Thus, we view variability in the automaticity of the attitude or motivational construct, rather than the automaticity of the counterfactual process relative to attribution processes, as a moderator of these bias effects. Strongly held, or automatically activated, attitudes should influence the generation of counterfactuals, and these counterfactuals should serve to bolster the initial attitude.
Although the current experiments did not manipulate the accessibility of attitudes, it seems plausible that the issues that were chosen in the present studies, as well as those by Tetlock (1998) and Tetlock and Visser (2000) are the types of issues that elicit strong attitudes. We suspect studies that have not found evidence of these biases may have chosen participants lacking such strong beliefs. Furthermore, the conclusion that knowledge or expertise determine counterfactual reasoning (Branscombe et al., 1997; Tetlock & Visser, 2000) may belie how well rehearsed these beliefs are. Future research certainly must address the issue of automaticity in these effects.
In conclusion, the present research contributes to the understanding of how individuals are able to retain their beliefs even in the face of conflicting evidence. Attitudes may not only color the way we see an event, but also how we think that event could have happened differently. As a result, individuals are likely to have divergent views of what should be learned from the past, and how we should best prepare for the future.
